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At the end of our last deacons meeting at Watts Street, Steve Ritz said, “We just had Concerns and Celebrations at this meeting. But it’s time we started hearing more celebrations here. All these concerns can be depressing!” The deacons felt a bit chastened and made a quick resolve to be more alert to the celebrations.
 
The avoidance of celebration has long been a pattern among religious people. I’m afraid we have associated religion with seriousness. It could be that the more religious we get, the less fun we have. The Puritan influence in our history still runs deep, and the Puritan motto seems to be: “If it feels good to you, it must be bad for you.” The result then can be a great deprivation, a loss of joy. Someone has called this pattern a “delight deficiency disorder.” Sounds like a mental illness!
 
And sometimes we can carry around an imbalance between grief and gratitude. We can begin to think more of our losses than of our gains and graces. Likewise, we can focus so much on illness and problems that we lose sight of the goodness all around us. 
 
But Jesus often seemed to be saying to his disciples and to the religious leaders, “Lighten up. Chill. Let’s go to the party.” I think it is highly significant that Jesus began his ministry at a wedding party—a celebration. His last meeting with his disciples was a dinner party in an upper room. 
Jesus’ life points us toward enjoying the goodness of community, savoring the moment of being together, giving ourselves to a mission larger than ourselves.
 
In one of the healing stories in John 9, Jesus heals a man born blind. He can now see. The people around him immediately go into a serious, analytical mode. They wanted to figure it out. What made this boy get his eyesight back? How did it happen? Who were his mother and father? How did the healing happen? He was a sinner, wasn’t he? They could not get the miracle of it! They couldn’t see the marvel! But the man kept saying, “All I know, all I know is I was blind, but now I see.” 
(John 9:9-30)
 
Jesus seemed to be telling us: It makes no sense to go around grim, somber, and serious. It makes no sense to go around unaware of grace and goodness. It makes no sense to go around with no celebration in your soul. It makes no sense to go around with too little celebration in this church community. Today we are, in essence, sounding a call to celebrate the goodness, especially the goodness that God has given us through this church. And it is indeed excessive goodness and grace!
 
Our Ephesians text for today says it in bold letters: “By grace you have been saved; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God.” (Ephesians 2:9) “Grace has been given to each of us…” (Ephesians 4:7) These words suggest that it’s right and proper for us to celebrate, to release our tendency to be critical, grim, and overly analytical. Be mindful of the grace. Sometimes you can go so fast that you miss it. Slow down. It’s time to “go marveling,” as someone said. Let’s look at the marvels God is doing among us---the goodness, the victories, the celebrations. God’s grace has been running rampant in this church during the past year. Have you noticed?
 
At lunch today we’re going to see some of this grace in visual form. We are going to see pictures of the vitality and compassion of this congregation. What we will see today did not happen by accident; the goodness here is born from God working within us and among us as we discover our power by showing up for prayer, worship, and study. Good things happen when we place ourselves in the flow of God’s energy. And that energy is compelling; it can be seen and felt -- right here, among us. We will see it visually at lunch today.
 
But for now, let’s go marveling with some word pictures. Focus on the picture of the enthusiasm, the light in the faces of our Venezuela mission team as they reported on their recent trip to build a church in the village of Aregito; the brightness of our children as they led prayers, read Scripture and sang at Children’s Sabbath worship two weeks ago; the confidence and clarity of our youth group as they led Youth Sunday worship in August; 
 
We can marvel at the outpouring of love and support for families whose loved one has died (most recently to the families of Catherine Price and P.B. Cole); the persistent witness for peace by our Peace and Reconciliation mission group; the vigor and hilarity of our deacons’ meetings, including Steve Ritz’ inimitable minutes of the meetings; the delight of the fall picnic two Saturdays ago, as our people feasted and the children played in the beautiful meadow at the Lutz Farm Paradise; our ongoing partnership with churches in Walltown, working together for the revitalization of that distressed neighborhood three blocks from here.
 
We can marvel at the dedication last Sunday of the Watts Street Habitat house, as we listened to the Villadares family pour our their gratitude for the Watts Street workers and members of this church who made that house possible through our offerings. As we stood there, it was a goose bump, lump-in-the throat moment. And I said, “Thank you, God. This is what church is about. 
Last Sunday we went directly from worship to a 12:30 Habitat house dedication, moving from worship service to community service. We could see the direct link between the grace of God in worship and the grace of God in service to people in need.
 
While we’re marveling, let me also refresh your memory about the splendid “Godspell” musical back in March, when we were all dazzled by our talented members of this church who acted and sang the stories of Jesus. “All good gifts around us, sent from heaven above,” they sang. There were children and grown-ups in the musical, and they developed a deep bond with one another that continues as they greet each other now. 
 
We can also marvel at the goodness of Dick Chorley’s 23 years with us as one of our ministers. We honored Dick on his retirement from our church staff back in June, and we saw the ways that God has used him to enrich the life and ministry of this church.
 
We can keep on marveling. We can marvel at the kindness of the ushers who greet us Sunday after Sunday. We can marvel at the light bearers each week who carry the Light in and out with such poise and care. We can marvel at the fine singing, stirring organ music, and maybe the sermons too as we listen Sunday after Sunday. We can marvel at the compassion of our members who push wheel chairs and work with special needs children in Sunday school. We can marvel at the dedication of Sunday school teachers who give themselves to the task of teaching children, youth and adults. We can marvel at the weekly work of the Monday morning sewing circle and their yearlong commitment to make the annual bazaar such a wonderful success. (Be here next Saturday, Nov. 2, for the 26th annual bazaar.)
 
We can marvel at the weekly Wednesday suppers prepared by Barbara Rumer and the lively conversations around the tables when we gather for these family meals. We can marvel at the annual Lovefeast, with candlelight in our faces. We can marvel at the goodness of the luncheon today as we spend time together, enjoying one another in God’s presence. We can marvel at all the new members who bring fresh enthusiasm and energy to our ministry. 
 
All these marvels are worth celebrating! We need to rejoice, to marvel, to give thanks. 
“Praise God from whom all blessings flow!” In so many ways, we can see the grace of God surrounding us, falling on us.
 
One Sunday morning several years ago we were ending the service, and I was making the customary walk toward the church door. As I reached the back pews, suddenly a paper airplane quietly drifted down from the balcony, landing before my feet. It really happened! That moment remains in my mind as a playful sign of the way God’s grace surprises us and floats down on us.
 
God’s grace runs rampant around this place. We need to stop and notice and marvel. I have long loved Annie Dillard’s image of how to catch grace. She says it’s like standing under a waterfall, holding out our cup to catch the grace. God’s grace is overflowing, spilling allover us. It’s a torrent of goodness, never-ending. Sometimes we don’t show up at the waterfall. We may miss it. Sometimes we’re not ready to see it or catch it. But when we manage to find our cup and hold it out, we get filled to overflowing.
 
Today when we all come down the aisle to bring our offerings and pledge cards, I hope we won’t walk down the aisle with long, somber faces. I hope we will come with a spring in our step and a smile on our faces. It’s okay to do a two-step dance down the aisle, or hum a tune as you move. Why not be “cheerful givers”? Why not? We come down the aisle to give to God and God’s work. Giving is the clearest expression I know of the presence of grace and gratitude. We give our time, talent and money out of gratitude for God’s grace. The grace that is pouring down on us---or maybe floating down from the balcony.
 




©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

